Measurement of urinary leukocyte esterase activity: a screening test for urinary tract infections.
We evaluated the efficacy of testing for the presence of esterase (an enzyme released only from leukocytes) in the urine as an indicator of the presence of pyuria. We hypothesized that a "dipstick" test for urinary leukocyte esterase activity would be a rapid and simple screening technique for detecting urinary tract infections (UTI). To test our hypothesis we collected fresh urine specimens from 203 patients (148 outpatients, 55 inpatients) with a suspected UTI. Each specimen was divided into three aliquots; one was used for reagent strip testing (for leukocyte esterase, nitrite, and blood), one for microscopy, and one for culture. Of the 203 specimens, 49 showed significant bacteriuria (greater than or equal to 10(5) organisms/mL). The leukocyte esterase test was 100% sensitive (0% false negatives) with a 76% specificity (24% false positives) in predicting significant bacteriuria. Although a positive nitrite reaction was more specific (99% specificity, 0.6% false positives), it was insensitive (27% sensitivity, 73% false negatives). The high sensitivity of reagent strip leukocyte esterase testing for pyuria makes it a valuable screening test that should lead to the elimination of many needless urine cultures and microscopic examinations.